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Exteriority and Authenticity: A Trope on Østrem’s “Interiority and
Authenticity”: Author as Scholar & Artist
Part of the journal section “Forum: Falling into Medievalism”

Nils Holger Petersen, “Exteriority and Authenticity: A Trope on Østrem’s ‘Interiority and Authenticity’:
Author as Scholar & Artist”
Østrem establishes an intimate connection between personal, individual experience - and memory - and
the wider scope of a historical narrative basing his account among other things on Hayden White's
thought. I will take my point of departure in the two following well-known statements from
White's Tropics of Discourse:
Many historians continue to treat their "facts" as though they were "given" and refuse to
recognize, unlike most scientists, that they are not so much found as constructed by the kinds
of questions which the investigator asks of the phenomena before him. It is the same notion
of objectivity that binds historians to an uncritical use of the chronological framework for
their narratives. (p. 43)
[…] we should no longer naively expect that statements about a given epoch or complex of
events in the past "correspond" to some preexistent body of "raw facts." For we should
recognize that what constitutes the facts themselves is the problem that the historian, like the
artist, has tried to solve in the choice of the metaphor by which he orders his world, past,
present, and future. (p. 47)
Such ideas will be at least associatively familiar to readers of the publication series Studies in
Medievalism and to participants in the international studies in medievalism conferences, both founded
by Leslie J. Workman who often expressed similar ideas, in particular concerning the concept of the
Middle Ages. Noting that the term "The Middle Ages" was a creation of the humanists of the fifteenth to
sixteenth centuries which has "been elaborated and reinforced from different perspectives from the
sixteenth century to the present", Workman stated - in "The Future of Medievalism" - that:
[…] medieval historiography, the study of the successive recreation of the Middle Ages by
different generations, is the Middle Ages. And this of course is medievalism. (p. 12)
Workman also insisted that
[…] the study of the Middle Ages on the one hand, and the use of the Middle Ages in
everything from fantasy to social reform on the other, are two sides of the same coin. (p. 12)
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In Østrem's text this is made specific in the narrative of his personal recollections of an encounter with
that which was old, with the "medieval", and through the (re)creation of old Gothic letters by ski poles.
In those examples, what belongs to the domain of modern aesthetics and what to the domain of
academic historiography? The point is that we cannot have a clear line of separation.
My story is different, yet in some ways similar. I have written music since I was about 14 years old, and
only much later - in 1980 as a grown-up looking for something in various music books that could
function as an "other" in a musical composition I wanted to make - stumbled upon a chant melody from
the Middle Ages which I used for the piano composition in question (which I ended up calling "A Plain
Song"). In my universe at the time, what was characteristic of the "medieval" was that it was
fundamentally different from the modernistic atonal music that I wrote, but equally different from the
tonal - classical - music out of which modernism had developed or from which it had broken out. The
"medieval" was a different world altogether. It was circumscribed - to some extent - by the very few
melodies I had encountered (in modern reconstructions and transcriptions), but in a way it was defined
rather by the (poetic) imagination which had been stirred up in me by a combination of my stumbling
upon something that appeared as different and my wish to find something that could be heard and used
as an "other".
Thus Hans Robert Jauss's hermeneutics of medieval literature was somehow at the basis for my "Middle
Ages", long before I had read a word by him.
I shall not recount my personal history in any detail, but only mention that I went back to school some
years later, became a scholar of medieval liturgy and music - and encountered medievalism as well.
Since 2002 a Centre has been established at the University of Copenhagen for the Study of the Cultural
Heritage of Medieval Rituals sponsored by the Danish National Research Foundation. Here a small team
of scholars (including Østrem and myself) are collaborating on a project constructing connections
between medieval rituals and the modern arts.
In 2004, the director of the mentioned Research Foundation asked if the Centre would be willing to
make a contribution to a symposium in a "creative" way, demonstrating - rather than lecturing about our project. As one element of that contribution, I composed a small piece for guitar and piano
- Deconstructing - which Eyolf Østrem and I performed for the occasion (7 December 2004). In the
following I would like to comment on this piece, primarily in order to highlight in what way it makes
sense to claim that something which by most people would be described as an artwork (whether the
same people like the piece or not) may represent a historiographical construction. The score of the piece
is found towards the end of this essay, and you may hear a performance of the piece which was recorded
on 9 February 2006 - by the same performers - for this forum (the piece has been slightly revised since
2004).
I will not discuss the piece analytically, but remark that the music is based on a systematic
deconstruction of a tone series which has been harmonized in a traditional tonal style as far as that was
possible which it - really - is not since I am dealing with - elementary versions of - serial principles
derived from twelve-tone composition as well as modernistic features which I've learned from the
Danish composer Per Nørgård and which are again inspired by, but also different from, the techniques
which he learned (in the early 1960s) from the so-called school of Darmstadt with its group of important
innovative post-war composers like Pierre Boulez and Karlheinz Stockhausen. The built-in absurdity of
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my basic musical material for the piece is part of its idea: a self-contradictory system broken down to
conclude in nothingness. However, this - modernist - scheme for the piece is interrupted along the way
by various musical elements some of which are supposed to give associations to medieval chant
although they are not "authentic" in any way. They are fragments of pastiches of medieval chant (or
recitation formulas), and they are not sung but played by a modern instrument, the guitar, which (to me
at least) does bring associations to old music - renaissance, however, rather than medieval - and which
certainly is foreign to the human voices used for liturgical chant.
The piece has been conceived to contrast associations to medieval ritual music with a typical
modernistic musical idiom but also to manifest continuity in terms of associations to ritualized
procedures: the schematic procedure employed to break down the harmonized tone series is meant to
appear ritualistic in its repetitive patterns which have been intended to be perceived as significantly
reiterative and empty. Another musical idiom, however, which is brought into play in the modernistic
musical material is the chorale: the harmonized tone-series sounds "like" a chorale (or a distorted
chorale), and the further the ritualistic depletion of the material has come, the closer it should be heard to
be to the idiom of a chorale, an idiom which also gives associations to an "historical" continuation of
medieval ritual music (in - for instance - the Lutheran chorale).
In this sense, I have tried to let my piece Deconstructing construct connections between medieval ritual
music and modernistic music.
In view of the mentioned historiographical constructions, I would claim that the piece is an
historiographical contribution, obviously of a different kind than academic contributions, but in a sense
not quite unlike Østrem's essay. But what is the point in claiming this to be historiography? Why mix the
arts and academic discourses?
The first answer would have to be that it underlines what has been said - and referred to - already by
White, Workman, and Østrem: that historiography is not about truth or factuality, but about construction
and that the means by which it is constructed necessarily imply the use of literary (and probably other?)
techniques learned from the arts: the construction may be convincing and it may be less so, but one
cannot talk about it being true. But do we not use completely different criteria to determine whether an
artwork is convincing than those involved in judging historiography? I suppose so, and there are obvious - difficulties in the practical applicability of such "artistic" constructions, especially if they are
done in media which are traditionally not drawn upon in academic discourses. It may be useful, in this
connection, to discuss historical novels. The debates - as well as the confusion - in the wake of The Da
Vinci Code confirm this. The confusion seems to be about how to read the book, as fiction or as history.
Obviously, it is both - the question which needs to be dealt with is rather to what extent we can establish
criteria by which to judge it. Aesthetic criteria for novels have been established - in more or less
generally acknowledged ways - but fiction as historiography appears as a problem, in spite of the recent
thoughts on historiography as discussed above.
I believe that a notion introduced - as far as I know - by Richard J. Evans (in his In Defense of History)
may be of some help in this respect. Evans discusses the notion of responsible historiography in a
context of postmodern attitudes to history - not the least concerning the so-called "Holocaust-denial"
literature. Although claims to truth in the writing of history are impossible in view of White's
observations, not every construction appears as equally convincing in relation to existing documents,
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personal memory, and even cultural memory as this has been defined and discussed by Jan Assmann
(and Aleida Assmann), a repository for the individual memory characterized by that which is common
for individuals from a particular culture. Even though few in the Western cultures are in a position to
remember incidents of the Holocaust, the collective reception of the Nazi regime in the West has
inserted events into such a cultural memory characterizing each individual person's perception of the
history of the twentieth century even though various dividing lines between cultures and subcultures,
between groups with different perceptions of a pool of particular narratives, complicate the picture.
For historical novels, i.e. novels constructing narratives involving figures from the cultural memory of
some community of readers, I would suggest that responsible historiography would first of all consist in
accountability in at least one of two ways: 1/ so that genre expectations are circumscribed enough to
make readers feel confident about what to expect in terms of imaginative non-accountable uses of the
cultural memory (according to traditional historical criteria); 2/ accountability in terms of making it clear
how and where the narrative in question connects to traditional historical narratives which form part of
the cultural memory relevant to the involved readers.
For constructions of the kind I have tried to introduce here, for instance my Deconstructing, it seems far
more difficult to refer to particular kinds of responsibility. Again, if such constructions should have any
relevance for thoughts on historical narratives, it seems that one would need to be able to account for the
relations to such narrative constructions. This is what I have tried to do here, and this is - as far as I have
understood it - what Østrem does in his essay about the taste for apples, medieval music, and
calligraphy.
There is one more theoretical concept that I would like to bring into this, the concept of performativity
which has been dealt with - among others - by Erika Fischer-Lichte. Her concept is clearly derived from
theatre history although she has embedded her understanding in a discourse which claims that a new
paradigm has occurred since the nineties, a "performative turn" succeeding the "linguistic turn".
Discussing the humanistic disciplines, Erika Fischer-Lichte describes the "linguistic/semiotic turn" as
promising a higher degree of scientific aura for the humanities. On her account, the nineties brought
about a change of scholarly perspective with an increased emphasis on activities concerning cultural
production and on processes and changes by which existing structures would dissolve and new ones
come into being. At the same time, she claims, materiality and media as well as an interest for
interactive processes concerning cultural change would move into focus:
Thus the metaphor "culture as text" became of considerably less value for explanatory
purposes and the metaphor "culture as performance" started its ascent. (Ästhetische
Erfahrung, p.9; my translation)
Although, I am not entirely convinced about the overall status of the "performative turn" and its general
explanatory abilities, I do think that a focus on performativity may be of interest, also in terms of
historiography. The ideas of White, Workman, Østrem and other historiographical constructivists in any
case highlight a performative aspect on historical narratives: They are produced, they are not found. But
in what way is that performative?
Fischer-Lichte distinguishes between the concepts Inszenierung and Performativität (pp. 291-309).
What constitutes performativity as such is its character as an event, something which cannot be repeated
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without being changed. Staging, conversely, the concept of Inszenierung or mise-en-scène (synonyms in
her account) regard that which is planned, possibly written down, but in any case aspects of a
performance which can be rehearsed and controlled before the event. In the theatre: what was written by
the playwright, or the planning of the staging, in music: the score of the composer, but also the planned
interpretation, are all examples of a mise-en-scène. The spontaneous occurrences during a performance,
however, whether perceived as whimsical or inspired ideas, non-intended mistakes, the interaction
between an audience and the performers - which on Fischer-Lichte's account is always there, even if it is
not articulated in any marked way - including what she calls the atmosphere of the performance which among other things - includes the embodiment, how the presence of a particular actor, musician or
whatever kind of performer is perceived by members of the audience…, all of this belongs to the
performative, to the event. The notions of Fischer-Lichte are clearly most easy to envision in a theatrical
or some other traditional performative situation, concerts for instance, but also teaching situations. But it
seems possible to carry over some of the ideas into the situation I am discussing here concerning the
production of a piece of historiography.
Usually, when discussing historiography, it is assumed that we are dealing with something that has been
produced in writing. My Deconstructing is something planned, composed, written down. It would all
seem to fall into the category of mise-en-scène. But there is an aspect of this which ought to be given
more attention. Texts are not only planned, and historical narratives may come into being also through
discussions, talks - including spontaneous discussions where new insights are formed during the
launching of ideas which are not at all controlled or thought through in all their aspects. The mise-enscène may in many cases be a product of such performative practices which then have led to a planning
or a fixation of particular points of view. This would be so for completely traditional historical
narratives too, and it will be so for the mixed creative and intellectual ones to which I am giving my
attention in this text. Using a piece of music as an example may in certain respects enhance this
perspective since there is no such thing as a generally accepted idea of what music is. The musical
artwork, is that a score, individual performances of the music piece, or what? Various music historians
and music philosophers have discussed this based on very different attitudes. There is, of course, no
final answer to the question. Especially concerning medieval music and the art of writing music which
became a cultural practice during the ninth century - for reasons which are still being discussed in
scholarship - most music historians nowadays would agree that for centuries the writing down of a piece
to a large extent must be considered rather as a written performance of something than as the actual
composition of a piece, (especially Leo Treitler has made this point). Although this is no longer the case
- to such an extent - in the musical culture of the later Middle Ages and the modern period, aspects of
this are still relevant as questions concerning the notion of musical composition.
Different composers, no doubt, work in different ways, just as different scholars do. For some,
spontaneous acts play a much larger role than for others. In my example - the Deconstructing once more
- there is a fair amount of planning (and even calculation) as it should be clear from the discussion
above. But the piece as it evolved is not only the result of careful planning, it is just as much a result of
playing, writing, and playing again. Even at the stage where it was performed, performances led to
changes, so that the last part of the writing down of the revised version (the one included in this essay)
occurred after the performance you can listen to at this very forum. Mise-en-scène and performativity
are inextricably linked to each other. If - as I argue - the piece can be claimed to be a kind of
historiography, then it is as much a performative historiography as a fixed and planned one. This is the
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aspect of exteriority. Also potential future performances are not entirely bound by the score just as is the
case with all musical performances.
Also a traditional understanding of historiography may easily be extended so as to be considered
something in the process of becoming. Each written account may be seen as another step on the way
towards new insights, new suggestions of how to perceive a particular episode or part of the past.
Including artistic production into the idea of the historical work does not change this, and - as it has been
discussed above - the idea of such an inclusion has been launched theoretically. Workman quotes the
sociologist Morris Cohen (writing in the thirties) for the statement: "History is an imaginative
reconstruction of the past, scientific in its determination, artistic in its formulation" ("The Future of
Medievalism", p. 12). The question which Hayden White has added to this regards whether we can
distinguish so clearly between the determination and the formulation. If White is right in denying that, I
still - according to my idea about responsible historiography - need to account for why and in what way
I think a particular musical construction may be considered to be a historical contribution. If I have done
so convincingly I have given a concrete example of performative - artistic - historiography and pointed
to something which may - or may not - be characteristic for many other ways of producing history.
Nils Holger Petersen is an Associate Professor of Church History and Centre Leader at the Centre for
the Study of the Cultural Heritage of Medieval Rituals (under the Danish National Research
Foundation), University of Copenhagen, Denmark
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